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Recent p rogres s  i n  molecular  g e n e t i c s  and c e l l u l a r  b io logy  has opened 
new avenues t o  t h e  m o d i f i c a t i o n  of the  g e n e t i c  p r o p e r t i e s  of l i v i n g  organisms.  

The most r e l e v a n t  d i s c o v e r i e s  i nc lude  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  fragment i n  
c o n t r o l l e d  ways t h e  macromolecules b e a r i n g  g e n e t i c  i n fo rma t ion ,  i .e .  t h e  n u c l e i c  
a c i d s ,  t h e  organo-chemical s y n t h e s i s  of n u c l e i c  a c i d s ,  t he  recombinat ion of 
segments of n u c l e i c  a c i d s  de r ived  from u n r e l a t e d  sources  i n t o  b i o l o g i c a l l y  
act ive s t r u c t u r e s ,  t h e i r  t r a n s f e r  i n t o  s e l e c t e d  h o s t  systems,  t h e  t r a n s p l a n t a t i o n  
of n u c l e a r  material ,  t h e  h y b r i d i z a t i o n  of somatic  cells from p h y l o g e n e t i c a l l y  
d i s t a n t  s p e c i e s ,  e t c .  

S c i e n t i f i c  and medical  e x p e r t s  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e s e  d i s c o v e r i e s  and t h e i r  
developments can g r e a t l y  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  a deeper  unders tanding  of t h e  s t r u c t u r e  
of t h e  g e n e t i c  mater ia l ,  of i t s  normal f u n c t i o n s  and i t s  p a t h o l o g i c a l  d e v i a t i o n s .  

The r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  b e n e f i t s ,  d e r i v a b l e  from t h e  p r a c t i c a l  
a p p l i c a t i o n s  of t h e  r e s u l t i n g  knowledge, are i n e x t r i c a b l y  l i n k e d  wi th  p o t e n t i a l  
r i s k s ,  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  unpred ic t ab le  outcome of  some g e n e t i c  man ipu la t ions ,  
has  l e d  t o  a deep disagreement  both  among t h e  s c i e n t i s t s  and t h e  gene ra l  p u b l i c .  

It i s  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  of t h e  World Heal th  
Organ iza t ion  toward t h e  h e a l t h  and welfare of mankind t o  t a k e  a p p r o p r i a t e  s t e p s  
t o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  and minimiza t ion  of  t h e  r i s k s ,  so t h a t  
f r u i t f u l  exper imenta t ion  can con t inue  w i t h  s t r i n g e n t  s a fegua rds  f o r  people  i n s i d e  
and o u t s i d e  t h e  l a b o r a t o r i e s .  Accordingly,  t h e  Advisory Committee on Medical 
Research of t h e  World Heal th  Organiza t ion  has  reques ted  t h e  D i r e c t o r  General t o  
c o l l e c t  in format ion  concern ing  t h e  e s t ab l i shmen t  of  r e g u l a t i o n s  and procedures  
f o r  t h e  proper  c o n t r o l  of t h i s  work so as t o  guide c o u n t r i e s  t o  formula te  and 
harmonize t h e i r  p o l i c i e s  i n  t h e  a r e a  of g e n e t i c  manipula t ions .  
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A p r e l i m i n a r y  and e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  of  such i n t e r n a t i o n a l  coopera t ion  
should be  t h e  s t i m u l a t i o n  and o r g a n i z a t i o n  of e f f o r t s  t o  provide  a 
q u a n t i t a t i v e  estimate of t h e  a c t u a l  r i s k s  involved. This  must r e p l a c e  t h e  
i n t u i t i v e  and l a r g e l y  emotional preconcept ions  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of t h e  
opposing s c i e n t i f i c  views on t h i s  s u b j e c t .  

Within t h e  WHO Spec ia l  Programme on S a f e t y  Measures i n  Microbiology 
I am proposing,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t o  i n i t i a t e  c o o p e r a t i v e  e f f o r t s  aimed (1) t o  des ign  
a p p r o p r i a t e  experiments  f o r  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  of r e l e v a n t  d a t a  i n  a reasonab1.y 
s h o r t  t i m e ;  ( 2 )  t o  perform t h e s e  experiments as q u i c k l y  and s a f e l y  a s  p o s s i b l e ;  
and ( 3 )  t o  g ive  wide p u b l i c i t y  t o  t h e  r e s u l t s  s o  t h a t  t h e y  may be  s c r u t i n i z e d  
by a l l  t h o s e  competent t o  do so .  

The s i z e  of t h e  problem ca l l s  f o r  worldwide a c t i o n .  S i m i l a r l y ,  t h e  
re levance  of t h e  p o t e n t i a l  b e n e f i t s  of t h i s  work should s t i m u l a t e  t h e  i n t e r e s t  
of  a l l  t h e  biomedical  r e s e a r c h  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i n  t h e  technologies  involved.  

The r e s e a r c h  c e n t r e s  a c t i v e  i n  t h e  area of  g e n e t i c  manipulat ions should 
have more than  an academic i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  development of  t h i s  
i n i t i a t i v e .  Concerned and competent i n d i v i d u a l  s c i e n t i s t s  are a l s o  urged t o  
provide t h e i r  c o l l a b o r a t i o n .  

The s e c r e t a r y  of t h e  WHO S p e c i a l  Programme, D r  K. BEgel, w i l l  g r e a t l y  
a p p r e c i a t e  r e c e i v i n g  your  comments on t h e  above i n i t i a t i v e  and, i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  
your sugges t ions  on t h e  fo l lowing  p o i n t s :  

1. The k i n d  of experiments,  i f  any, you cons ider  
most l i k e l y  t o  provide  t h e  informat ion  r e q u i r e d ,  

2 .  The f a c i l i t y  most s u i t a b l e  f o r  t h e  prompt and s a f e  
performance of s e l e c t e d  key experiments ,  

3 .  The resources  and t i m e  r e q u i r e d  f o r  t h e i r  r e a l i z a t i o n .  

Suggest ions and comments should k i n d l y  be  submit ted t o  t h e  WHO secretar ia t  
by 1 0  January 1977 .  I s h a l l  a s s i s t  i n  t h e  e v a l u a t i o n  of t h e  r e p l i e s  and t h e  
d i s t r i b u t i o n  of t h e  r e s u l t i n g  informat ion  t o  a l l  those  who c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h i s  
exchange of in format ion  and t o  a l l  concerned p a r t i e s .  

Thank you very  much f o r  your  h e l p  t o  us i n  t h i s  matter. 

Yours s i n c e r e l y  , 

Sgaramella  
S p e c i a l  Programme on 

S a f e t y  Measures i n  Microbiology 

WHO 


